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Abstract 
‘How can you make decisions about Aboriginal people when you can’t even talk to the people you’ve got here 
that are blackfellas?’  This question was posed by an Aboriginal senior public servant whom I 
interviewed for this research in 2007.  She was imagining a conversation with the Northern 
Territory Public Service, whose invitation for Aborigines to join its departments provides the 
backdrop to my study.  Counterposing the absent Aboriginal policy subject with the ever-
present, idiomatic ‗blackfella‘ public servant, the question aptly reframes the government 
expectation that an Aboriginal presence within the public service will represent the absent 
through Aborigines‘ numeric sufficiency, their location in the corridors of power and their 
contribution to Aboriginal policies and programs.  This interviewee was insisting that she be 
heard, if her people were to be taken into account.  
This thesis begins with a history of Aboriginal employment in the Northern Territory 
administration which concludes that the unplanned accretion of a substantial number of 
Aboriginal public servants, in 1978, became the new Northern Territory Government‘s 
opportunity to legitimize itself as a representative bureaucracy.   
After reviewing empirical studies of representative bureaucracy and theories of political 
representation, I argue that all public servants discretionarily represent others in their advice 
to government. I go on to explore the extent to which Aboriginal senior public servants 
understand themselves to represent other Aborigines in their work.  Analyzing data from 76 
interviewees, I ask: how compelling to Aboriginal senior officials is the Northern Territory 
Government‘s self-account as a representative bureaucracy?  I argue that these officials work 
to a social imaginary in which they are present for those Aborigines whom they regard as 
absent only by circumstance.  Aboriginal senior public servants see themselves as neither the 
naïve tokens nor misguided advocates that the literature has largely made them out to be. 
Rather, they see themselves as exemplary representatives of others, for whom they model 
mindful professionalism, and with whom they share fates as Aboriginal Territorians.    
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